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Abstract 
While social work is now a recognised profession in 84 countries,  it is an area which is still in its infancy in the developing world. In Vietnam, the process of developing the understanding and practice of social work is unfolding.  One recent initiative has been the introduction of vocational qualifications in Care to the Vietnamese system of social services, an initiative with which the authors of this paper were centrally involved. This paper describes the authors’ experience of introducing a vocational qualification into two of the country’s key sites for care provision , namely Social Protection Centres and Communes  (village communities). A new range of social need has been growing in Vietnam, alongside its rapid economic development. Care services such as Social protection Centres and Communes have found themselves under increasing pressure to respond to these needs. Like many developing countries, social services are delivered by a largely unqualified workforce. The  paper describes the  approach taken to determine the content and most appropriate system for delivering a new  qualification for this group of staff in Vietnam. The  paper justifies the selection of a vocational qualification system and provides a reflective commentary on this  initiative in the light of current developments in Social Work in the United Kingdom. 
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Introduction 
Social Work is now established as a profession in 84 countries across the world. In some of these countries, the formation of the profession commenced over one hundred years ago (UNICEF, 2007a).  In others, such as Vietnam, the process has been more recent and is still unfolding.  One recent development has been the introduction of vocational  qualifications in Care to the Vietnamese system of social services, an initiative with which the authors of this paper were centrally involved. This paper describes the authors’ experience of introducing a vocational qualification into two key sites of care provision within Vietnam. These are Social Protection Centres, which offer a variety of residential services, and committees of voluntary workers, deployed by Communes, through which practical and emotional support is provided within particular town lands and villages. 
 These two care structures have found themselves under increasing pressure to respond to a range of social problems which have arisen as a result of economic liberalisation and rapid development. One such area is the growth in the number of street children who are at extreme risk of abuse and exploitation, driven from their own communities by poverty and attracted to major cities by the prospect of employment (Hong Thuy, 2004).  UNICEF (2007b) in particular have reported on the increased risks to children and have included child protection as one of its key work areas for Vietnam in the coming years. The ability of Social Protection Centres and Communes to respond appropriately to these needs will be a major part of an overall child protection strategy for the country.   

Vietnam is one of the latest countries to recognise the need to provide support to its fledgling system of social work services through the provision of University-based degree-level social work education  (Hugman, Lan Nguyen and Hong  Nguyen 2007). These social work programmes are now offered by 27 universities and colleges across the country and were created as part of a drive to address two major areas of social policy concern. The first of these was  the need to establish systems of social protection for vulnerable groups within the population and  the  second was the desire to develop workers with the skills to address a range of ‘social evils’ (as they are referred to in Vietnam) including human  trafficking , drug misuse and crime. 

As part of its social work strategy the Vietnamese government  has recognised that it has a number of services which require trained and knowledgeable care workers who may not require a degree-level qualification, but whose practice could be supported and improved through more formal education and systematic assessment of their competence. Vietnam finds itself in a similar situation to many of the world’s developing countries. It has a large unqualified workforce currently working with vulnerable children. One way to address the issue of providing good quality care was to implement a system of vocational qualifications. The value of work-based vocational qualification routes has been a contested area in the United Kingdom and their efficacy has been widely questioned by a number of commentators (for example, Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002). The rationale for the use of this model in Vietnam will be critically explored later in this paper.   

Social Work in Vietnam:  the international context 
As noted by Lavalette and Ferguson (2007), the beginning of the 21st Century has witnessed significant growth in social work and social care services.  In addition to the expansion of the profession throughout Europe, neo–liberal globalisation has given rise to the development of social work across the globe. Lavalette and Ferguson cite three reasons for this. First, there is a need for governments in developing countries to respond rapidly to the social inequalities arising from the operation of market forces. Secondly, personal problems have arisen from the alienation caused by urbanisation and breakdown of traditional family and community support. Third, modern trans-global telecommunications and transport systems have facilitated the movement of social work ideas and practices around the globe as efficiently as any other form of consumer goods, product or service ( Humphries, 2005; Lavalette and Ferguson, 2007). 


The request received by the Glasgow School of Social Work to undertake the design of vocational qualifications to support workers in Social Protection Centres and Communes in Vietnam  provides a good illustration of Lavalette and Ferguson’s observations.  First, a new set of qualifications for professionals, semi-professionals and community volunteers was required to support the needs of the population affected by economic growth (UNICEF, 2007a ). These new problems include the societal pressures emerging from the  ‘lifestyle demands of an industrial economy, in which adults in families work long hours and the  many pressures  that cause increasing rates of family breakdown and divorce’  ( Hugman, Lan Nguyen and Hong Nguyen, 2007, p.198).

The second of Lavalette and Ferguson’s observations concerns the alienation caused by rapid development.  It has been estimated that the proportion of households in poverty had been reduced from over 60 percent in the early 1990s to less than 25 percent in 2004 (Nguyen Thi Hang, 2005). However, urbanisation in Vietnam is causing disruption to traditional patterns of family life which have sustained communities through long periods of adversity. Communities comprising rich networks of interdependence and mutual support are changing.   Women in particular have played a pivotal role in holding families and communities together but this role is changing as a result of economic development. For example , some commentators have noted  that central aspects of Vietnamese culture, the traditional family mid-day meal, is being eroded  (Lan Lan, 2005;  Hugman , Lan Nguyen  and Hong  Nguyen ,  2007).  Other commentators have suggested that the role of women in Vietnamese society is also changing significantly. ( Cox, 2006 ).   

Lavalette and Ferguson’s third observation focused on the increase in access to information from around the world. In relation to the impact of trans-global communication, knowledge of the Scottish Vocational Qualifications in Care had, in recent times, been shared between a variety of social workers engaged in projects in   South America whose work subsequently took them to  South-East Asia  and Africa.  An ensuing study visit to Scotland by a delegation from the Vietnamese Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs supports Lavalette and Ferguson’s observation that social work ideas and practices move rapidly around the globe. 
  
The impact of economic change on the need for social services in Vietnam  
The Socialist Republic of Vietnam has been undergoing rapid economic development since 1986 when the  economic reform programme referred to as doi moi
(renovation)  was introduced. The country has swiftly moved away from a Soviet-style centrally planned agrarian system, towards a market economy that gives every encouragement to individual enterprise and private investment (Murray, 2005).  Rapid economic development is also having an impact upon the labour market, which requires a workforce with new areas of knowledge and skill , and this in turn is placing demands on the vocational education system (Doney and Wroe , 2006).   

This economic success follows on from a period of prolonged adversity. Over the  last sixty years  the country has been colonised by France, invaded  by Japan, bombarded by the USA and attacked by the Chinese. ( Doney and Wroe 2006 ). This has had a significant impact on the lives of the population. For example, it is estimated that over 5 million  people have been disabled through war injuries, unexploded war ordinance or exposure to toxicants (UNICEF,  2007a).  In recent times, children’s  lives continue to be affected by disability as a result of their parents’ exposure to toxins (Carpenter et al. 2000; UNICEF 2007a). Many of these children have been abandoned at infancy and their lives have been disrupted by migratory movement from rural to urban areas to meet the demands of Vietnam’s  developing economy.

On a more positive note, the number of households living in poverty has reduced  from around  60 percent to around 25 percent as previously mentioned (Nguyen Thi Hang, 2005). Hugman and his associates (2007) also note that economic prosperity has enabled significant improvement in health and education services. Vietnam’s indicators of human development are well above similar low-income countries; for example, in primary education the gross enrolment rate is 98 percent and literacy rates are around 90 percent (Doney and Wroe  2006). 

Economic prosperity, however, has also created a new set of social problems categorised by the Vietnamese government as issues which require some form of social protection of its citizens.  There are many government-led initiatives to deal with these issues and in addition  to this, significant support is provided by the  European Union and the United Nations. Services are also being created with the assistance of Non-Governmental Organisations, to address poverty, child abuse and the needs of older people. Resources have also been identified to target ‘social evils’, the term used to categorise major issues of social policy concern, such as human trafficking, drug misuse and crime. 

The upheaval that conflict has brought to most recent generations can be seen in the establishment of the network of Social Protection Centres across the country. These facilities, although austere by Western standards, provide  a relatively sophisticated  framework of  social support.  There are 372 Social Protection Centres,  252 of these are run by government bodies and the rest are managed by the United Nations and other international organisations (UNICEF, 2007a). These centres were designed  like many public facilities, to a similar architectural specification. They were established to meet the needs of a wide range of people including orphans, isolated and vulnerable older people, and adults with physical disabilities, learning disabilities or mental illness who are without family support. In recent times, however, the types and scale of social problems have changed due to the rapid pace of development. It is clear that the Social Protection Centres, as currently staffed and constituted, require to be transformed to meet  changing needs.  Hence, government investment in initiatives to address major issues of social concern has led to consideration being given to redefining the role of Social Protection Centres.  In addition to this, legislation has been introduced to protect children (Protection, Care and Education of Children Act 2004). Social Work is in the process of becoming a profession and workers are being equipped with the skills to address the issues identified by their government as requiring attention.
 
Hugman, Lan Nguyen   and Hong  Nguyen  (2007) note that social workers in Vietnam require additional skills in counselling, family and community work to enable them to address the problems arising in an increasingly affluent society, which is in danger of becoming disoriented, and of losing sight of its traditional values. These are problems which the developing and increasingly qualified social work profession will be expected to address (UNICEF ,  2007a). Hugman et al. (2007) also set out the steps that require to be taken in Vietnam to professionalise  social work more rapidly. This includes the need to develop job descriptions, to establish the legal process necessary for the formation of a profession, the creation of a code of ethics and the formation of a professional association. 

Although a number of social work courses have now been approved by the Vietnamese government  the number of social workers graduating every year will be  insufficient to meet the needs of  a country with a  population of  91 million.  It is estimated that over the course of the next ten years, 13,000 social workers will require to be trained to meet Vietnam’s  needs (UNICEF 2007a). As noted by Hugman and his associates (2007), degree-qualified social workers are unlikely to be available in sufficient numbers to fill vacancies in Social Protection Centres or to provide support at village and commune level. Hence, any significant progress  in workplace culture or practice is unlikely, unless another way of developing staff is found.

Clearly, Vietnam faces a challenge in ensuring that its workforce meets the rapidly changing range of social need within its society. Current policy in Vietnam recognises that not all social work interventions require the resources of degree-qualified social workers and that support from social assistants, or paraprofessionals, may be more appropriate.  What this requires however is a national social services structure, and standardised qualifications system to support the formation of a large pool of skilled paraprofessionals able to work flexibly, in a consistent manner, to nationally agreed standards. 

Nguyen Thi Oanh (2002) has noted that while many thousands of workers in Social Protection Centres and Communes have limited formal educational opportunities, many possess significant innate personal capacity and skills honed through experience. These workers are likely to be among the 21,000  paraprofessional workers required in the coming years (UNICEF,  2007a). It is also recognised that these staff need training and recognition of their level of practice in order  to enable a service to be delivered which is relevant to the modern-day challenges facing the country. Vocational qualifications are one way to provide this type of training and recognition. Whilst vocational qualifications are assessment tools and not a training system in their own right, as Fletcher (1991) has commented, they do provide a framework for training by outlining what workers should know to demonstrate competent practice.

Setting up the Introductory Care Qualification project

The European Union-funded Assistance to Street Children Project (ASCP) recognised the need to make a broad range of training available to this largely unqualified social services workforce (Eurpoean Union Delegation ot Vietnam, 2004). They proposed to the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs and key education institutions in Vietnam that they should investigate a model to complement their university-based, degree-level  social  work education provision.  The ASCP was supported in this task by a consortium of influential Non-Governmental Organisations ( NGOs) including Save the Children, Hommes De Terre, Unicef and Plan International. 

Working within the context of the future direction of Vietnamese policy concerning social work and social care, the ASCP  identified a need to improve standards of care by investing in relevant validated qualifications that would enable workers to obtain a basic social care qualification akin to the United Kingdom’s S/NVQ in Social Care. 
 
From the outset it was proposed that the new qualification would contribute to the creation of a training framework for paraprofessionals employed in Social Protection Centres and Communes. It was intended that this framework would enable staff to respond more appropriately to the changing problems which faced them. The Glasgow School of Social Work (GSSW) was approached by the Vietnamese delegation to investigate and develop an initial training framework. The project entailed visits to a number of Communes, Provinces and Social Protection  Centres. This enabled the consultants from the GSSW to carry out a training needs assessment of workers responsible for programmes of service delivery within these arenas of care. The consultants also met with key individuals from a number of Ministries, NGOs and with young people and staff employed within Social Protection Centres and Communes. 

As a result of their investigation, the consultants concluded that a vocational qualification could develop the capacity of the existing social care workforce in a structured and consistent manner. The whole area of vocational qualifications is, of course, contested within the UK. Higham (1999) has commented that ‘criticisms of vocational qualifications focus on their alleged failure to appreciate the importance of knowledge’ (Higham, 1999 p.35). Heron and Chakrabarti (2002) whilst being sceptical about the value of vocational qualifications, acknowledge that the process of undergoing these  qualifications left workers motivated toward enhancing their own learning and development ( Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002, p.193). The writings of Donald Schön were helpful to the consultants in this context. Schön’s central argument in his earlier work was that ‘change’ was a fundamental feature of modern life and that it is necessary to develop social systems that can learn and adapt. The opportunity for learning, Schön suggests, is primarily in discovered systems at the periphery, ‘not in the nexus of official policies at the centre’ (Schön, 1967) 

His later work was seminal in so far as it extended  and deepened  our  understanding of the role of reflection for the developing worker. The notions of reflection-in-action, and reflection-on-action were central. The former is sometimes described as ‘thinking on your feet’. It involves looking to experiences, connecting with feelings, and attending to theories in use. It entails building new understandings to inform actions in the situation that is unfolding.  The practitioner reflects on the event before him or her and carries out an ‘experiment’ which serves to generate both a new understanding of the phenomenon and a change in the situation. 

This process of ‘thinking on your feet’ is complimented by a process of  reflection-on-action carried out  after the event. Workers may write up recordings or discuss situations with a supervisor. The act of reflecting-on-action enables workers to spend time exploring why they acted as they did. In so doing they develop sets of questions and ideas about their practice and, in turn, create the space for development.

Schön has been criticized  for the way in which he has drawn a  distinction between reflection in and on action (Usher et al. 1997). It is suggested that he failed to clarify what is involved in the reflective process. However, when reflection in and on action are taken together it does appear that Schön’s ideas chime with the realty of every day practice.  Practitioners are able to describe how they ‘think on their feet’, and how they make use of a repertoire of images and theories created through their experience. 
It is true that workers will still fall back on routines which may have worked in the past. It is here that the full importance of reflection-on-action becomes revealed. As workers think and act, questions arise that cannot be answered in the present. The space afforded by recording, supervision and conversation with peers allows workers to approach issues more realistically.  As Smith (1994) commented, ‘Reflection requires space in the present and the promise of space in the future’ (Smith, 1994, p. 150). The process of reflection on action is integral to the assessment of vocational qualifications and therefore provided a potentially empowering vehicle for staff development within Social Protection Centres and Communes.

Workers with no qualifications who were responsible for vulnerable service users would be   given the opportunity to improve their standards of practice and gain access to an appropriate qualification. It was felt that the acquisition of a competency-based vocational qualification would benefit staff working at Commune level and within Social Protection Centres. It was also felt that a vocational qualification structure could be established to enable workers within a wider range of settings to carry out their work more effectively.  Setting up such a system would allow paraprofessionals employed in social care settings to gain qualifications which, as with professional social work education, could be internationally benchmarked, give recognition to high quality work and be cost-effective. It was also felt that such a structure would have the added value of promoting greater recognition of social work in Vietnam.   Importantly the consultants noted that whilst there was no system of vocational qualifications relating to social care, the country had a tradition of using in-service and community-based training to support the acquisition of knowledge and skills. This  resonated strongly with the culture and  contributed  to the decision to develop a set of work-based vocational qualifications.

It was the view of the consultants that the acquisition of competency-based vocational qualifications would benefit not only the staff working in Social Protection Centres and Communes but also the children  with whom the staff were involved.   In due course, a range of Vocational Qualifications could be developed to enable workers within community organisations including , for example,  the Committee for Population, Families and Children (CPFC),  the Women’s Union, Youth Union, and staff involved in Social Protection Centres, in Community Houses and Drug Centres to carry out their work more effectively.  

The Introductory Certificate in Child Care
During the site visits and discussions with staff working in Social Protection Centres,  Communes, service users, educators and policy makers,  the consultants used a number of broad questions to explore what was needed in terms of training and qualifications. These questions included an exploration of: 
	How appropriate was a vocational qualification system to Vietnam ,  and how would it contribute to the quality of care provided to children living in extremely difficult circumstances?
	What training needs were viewed as being of priority and did all stakeholders share the same view as to what these priorities should be?  
	Who might be involved in a Vietnamese commission to develop national standards for paraprofessionals?
	What structures required to be established to support the development of standards and delivery of vocational qualifications in care in Vietnam ?

Site visits to Social Protection Centres and Communes indicated that whilst physical facilities were basic, many of the services visited were staffed by workers with a high level of experience and significant personal commitment. Most of the workers had been employed in their facilities for a lengthy period of time and had significant experience of caring for children at risk or , as they are described in Vietnamese legislation , ‘children in  extremely difficult circumstances.’ These children are defined according to Vietnamese legislation as: 

…destitute orphans, abandoned children, disabled children, child victims of toxic chemicals, children infected with HIV/AIDS, children engaged in   hazardous or dangerous work or exposed to lethal circumstances, children     working far from families, street children, sexually abused children, children addicted to narcotics and children in conflict with the law ( Article 40; Law  on the Protection, Care and Education of Children 2004)

As part of the project, a system was devised to make it possible for workers to be assessed at a basic level of competence. A structure was developed to enable the delivery of introductory training in social care followed by a period of assessment in the workplace. This training could be delivered rapidly and consistently in order that staff working in Social Protection Centres and Communes could be assessed simply and effectively. The system was devised in a way that would allow higher-level qualifications to be developed over time, with suitable candidates being given the opportunity to move into professional training with appropriate credit in due course. The basic qualification, the Introductory Certificate in Child Care (ICCC), consists of :      
	Three core  child care modules covering the topics of communication, child development and children’s rights
	One additional module to reflect  workers’ specific responsibilities; for example those who  work with children with  a disability or  with families 

Each module is  underpinned by a knowledge specification. The training was   based on the knowledge specification, and the workplace assessment period focussed on observing the workers  practice after the training had been delivered. When the worker had   completed all of the knowledge and observation requirements of the module, they would receive their vocational qualification.  

The system was  devised with three levels as follows: 

	Level One: for  those staff who carry out a limited range of work activities in a range of contexts. Most of these work tasks are routine but may involve  a degree of  autonomy in limited circumstances (entry level social assistant)
	Level Two: aimed at those staff who carry out a significant range of varied work activities in a variety of contexts. Some activities are non-routine and some require individual autonomy (social assistant)
	Level Three:  for those staff who carry out a broad range of work activities in a wide variety of contexts, most  of which are complex and non-routine.  The work may involve considerable responsibility and autonomy, including the supervision and  guidance of other staff (senior social assistant)
The work commissioned from the GSSW includes  all of the materials needed to train, support and assess these key groups of workers. 

In proposing  a system to develop qualifications to meet the needs of workers in  Communes and  Social Protection Centres, the authors were aware that it was vital  that any new developments  was congruent  with  Vietnamese culture. Given the strong commitment to certificated education in Vietnam , the widespread  use of in-service and short course training, and the strong sense of personal responsibility for those being cared for  it was felt that vocational qualifications would have  particular resonance.   
 
Comparing  Social Work Developments in  United Kingdom and Vietnam   

In examining these  respective systems of welfare, initial observation would suggest that there is little comparison to be made between the UKs  long-established systems of social work and social care and Vietnam’s fledgling structures.

Politically, culturally and economically Vietnam and the UK are very different countries. An illustration of this can be found by a simple comparison of  demographics.  In Vietnam more than 50 percent of the population are aged under 25 years whilst in the UK, as with the rest of Europe, our population is declining and ageing (Scottish Social Services Council 2004; UNICEF, 2007a).  Vietnam has little in the way of formally agreed standards or regulations and practices can be found which would be inconceivable in the UK. These include vulnerable children residing in the same institutional facilities as vulnerable, and at times dangerous, adults; where  inspection systems are in place these operate on extremely limited resources. 

The most stark difference  between the UK and Vietnam  is the high level of financial resources and sophisticated legal frameworks which support public services in the UK.  Similarly, UK citizens and taxpayers have higher expectations as to what constitutes a quality service, whilst in the Vietnamese context, where there is reliance on international aid and NGO intervention to help with the most urgent and basic types of problem such as child trafficking, the question of quality is unlikely to be a major consideration.  

It is ironic, however, that Western social work concepts are being introduced into Vietnam at a time when the social work profession in the UK  is undergoing major transformation, and what some might argue a  crisis, in response to market ideologies which  promote competition, the dominance of care management approaches and the  growth of the private sector in every area of practice (Lavalette and Ferguson, 2007, p. 2).

The work of Cox and Pawar (2006) may contribute to our understanding of this phenomenon.  They have observed that social work from a global perspective has developed within countries around the world to support three distinct types of practice which are:

1)	Social control and protection: where the state determines the principal focus of social work intervention
1)	Therapeutic Intervention : where there is less direction from the state and a particular focus on enhancing individual social functioning
1)	Social development: where social workers operate at a macro level, developing social policy and at a micro level, with a focus on engaging with  local community and civic organisations
The authors’ experience would suggest that the pattern of service delivery within the UK is such that the first of Cox and Pawar’s  models is dominant. The predominant focus of UK social work is  social control and protection and responsibility for the delivery of social work services is held directly and  principally by  the state. This has been reinforced over the last ten years during which  New Labour’s mission to modernise   public services has led to strategies  heavily dependant on ever-expanding regulatory apparatus.(Humphrey, 2003). A culture of ever-increasing accountability has led to an extension of regulatory control over services, significant parts of the workforce and the lives of service users.  According to Parton (2000) this focus on regulation has been accompanied by a politics of enforcement, characterized by a toughening of policies of law and order and an emphasis on ‘welfare to work.’ 
In contrast to this, and drawing  upon  Cox and Pawar’s model , the main  form  of  social work practice in Vietnam  appears to be focused on  social development   where social workers engage politically at a macro level, developing national social policy,  and at a local and  micro level, contributing to the formation and sustainability of  communities  and civic organisations. According to this model, social work seeks to contribute to the formation of cohesive and healthy communities. This model builds on  Vietnam’s  long tradition of giving and receiving help through family and neighbourhood networks (Hugman et al. 2007). It draws on the values of Vietnam’s  civic society, which hold communitarian ideals of family, self-help and community responsibility in high esteem.  As recent legislation notes 

The responsibility for the protection, care and education of children rests with families, schools, the State, society and citizens. Children’s interests must be of primary concern in the activities of all agencies, organisations, families and individuals. (Article Five, Protection, Care and Education of Children (2004) Act).

The United Kingdom’s economic and industrial history provide a final area of comparison.  The UK experienced  rapid economic  development  and social change  during the Industrial Revolution, which led to major changes  within the population including    large scale  population movement and  changes in family roles and responsibilities  (Laslett , 1971). Solutions to these problems were gradually put into place over a period of two hundred years. Welfare services continue to be redesigned and applied in response  to changes within the population which give rise to different needs.  (Murphy, 1982).    Rapid  economic development in  Vietnam , however, is taking place  in the post -modern age of instant information, international scrutiny and global access to knowledge and skills leaving little space for reflection on the most appropriate long term solutions to address the country’s needs. 

This gives rise to the possibility of  the imposition of Western solutions,  which whilst  they may have  been successful in one economic and cultural environment ,  could be applied thoughtlessly in another . Given Vietnam’s recent history of colonial rule it is essential that past mistakes are not repeated.  Any intervention to address areas of great social need including the training and development of social services staff in Vietnam must be congruent with its cultural traditions,civic values, as well as its economic aspirations.
Conclusion
It is encouraging to note that,  in   Vietnam,    responsibility for children’s care and welfare is shared on the basis of a reciprocal relationship between parents, community and the state.  It would be regrettable if Vietnam’s  economic strategy of developing a buoyant socialist market economy, within which the potential excesses of the free market are controlled, were to lead to an erosion of the communitarian values which characterise much of contemporary Vietnamese culture. These are  precisely  the kind of social  values which major policy developments in social work in the United Kingdom are seeking to rediscover (DfES/DH, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2006).
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